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Location: 7338 Woodward Avenue
Detroit, Wayne County, Michigan
USG5 Detroit, Michigan, GQuadrangle
UTH Coordinates: 17.329262.4692840

Date of
Construction: 1915, with addition 1in 1921
Present Owner: Uptown Land Development Company
Pregsent Occupant: Vacant
Present Use: None
Significance: Thia ia a algnificant example of the kind
of aspeculative commercial construction
commonplace in Detrolt during the city’a
period of rapid growth brought about by the
asuccess of the automobile industry in the
late 1910s and early 1920s. It waa built
to provide office space in the rapidly-
expanding New Center area in mid-town
Detroit. It is also an outstanding example
of neo-clasaical design, with elaborate
Beaux-Arts ornamentation.
Project
Information: This documentation was undertaken in’

September, 1986, in accordance with the
mnemorandum of Agreement between the

Uptown Land Development Company, the State
Historie Preservation Office, and the
Advisory Council on Historie Preservation
aa a mitigative measure prior to the
demolition of the building.

Dr. Charles K. Hyde

Aaaoclate Professor of History
Wayne State University
Detroit, Michigan 48202
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PART I - HISTORY OF THE BASSO BUILDING

The first construction on Woodward Avenue north of the Grand
Boulevard tock place in the mid-1880"sg, when Detrocit had =a
"population of less than 200,000, with virtually no development
more than two miles from the Detroit River.l The parcsl on
which the Basso Building waa later conatructed was part of Lot
57 in the Ten Thousand Acre Tract, a quarter aection of 160
acres originally granted to Augustua B. Woodward by the
Governor of the Michigan Territory in 1822. In a aeriea of
conveyancea in 1871 and 1872, the land passed to the Bagyg
family. In 1882, the Bagg family and Joseph Horton, who ocwned
the adjacent parcel to the north, jointly gave up for public
uae a aixty-foot wide atrip to be uaed for a public highway,
which became Horton Avenue.?2

The area easat of Woodward Avenue, between Grand Boulevard and
Horton Avenue, was platted in 1884, with the socuthern half
named the Atkin=mon Subdivision and the northern half Bagg’s
Subdivision. The property where the Basaso Building was
eventually built included a large brick residence as early as
1885, at a time when there were no other buildinga along thia
atretch of Woodward Avenue.3 Albert W. Ragg, identified as
the manager of the Safety Pole Tip Company, owned the property
and occcupied the houae until 1890, when John McLean, a
prominent Detroit cigar manufacturer, acquired the property.
After hias death in 1907, hia widow, Sarah Mclean, remained
there until 1913.4 Thig large brick residence, which waszs aet
back some sixty feet from Woodward Avenue, remained unchanged
throughout thia time.Z The Gerard Stormfeltz Loveley Company
acquired the property in 1911, aold it to the Klatt Land
Company in March 1915, and Klatt in turn transferred the
property to Michael, Victor, and Albert Basac a few daya later
for $42,3500.6 The house that had stood on the property since
1885 wasa probably demolished in 1913.7

The Basso brothers erected this general-uae, apeculative cffice
building in 1915 and 1921. At the time, Woodward Avenue was
Detroit’a major commercial spine, but this location was three
and one-half miles from the Detroit River and the downtown
commercial district. Ags Detroit boomed in the early twentieth
century and the existing Central Business District became
increasingly congested, architects and real estate developers
hoped to build a separate new office and commercial district

diatant from downtown. Real estate at and near the
interaection of Woodward Avenue and Grand Boulevard was
developed as Detroit’s “New Center' area in the late 1910°=

and 1920°g. The firat majeor building in thias area was the Ford
Motor Company Service Building (the Boulevard Building?,
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erected at the northeast corner of Woodward Avenue and East
Grand Boulevard, This substantial eight-atory office building,
designed by Albert Kahn, waa constructed in two stages, with
the first four stories built in 1909 and the remaining four in
i913. The mas=ive General Hotora Building, also an Albert Kahn
design, opened in 1922, but had been planned for more than
three years. The last major project in the New Center area in
the 1920’3 was the Fisher Building, another Albert Kahn
project, completed in 1923.8

The conatruction of the first portion of the Baszo Building in
1915 waa closely linked to the history of the Regent Theater
project on an adjacent parcel. Shortly after the Klatt Land
Company acguired two parcela of land south of Horton and east
of Woodward, a group of invesators established the Regent
Theater Company and in June, 1913, announced the construction
of an elaborate theater and entertainment complex. They
planned a three story building fronting on Woodward Avenue
which would incorporate a large dance hall on the third floor,
office apace on the second floor, and ahopa on the firat, with
a large, two story theater, with a capacity of 3,000 aeata,
located to the rear. The prodigioua Detroit theater architect
C. Howard Crane, was to design the complex. The Regent Theater
Company, with William F. Klatt on the Bgpard of Directors,
planned to complete conatruction in six months, and offered
S100,000 in common atock to the public, at £10 per ahare, to
cover all expenses.9

The original plans were greatly modified, probably because
of problema selling the original atock offering. Inatead, the
Klatt Land Company aold one parcel of land with frontage of &0
faeet on Woodward Avanue and a depth of 65 feat to the Baaso
Brothers in March 1915 for $42,35300, and a larger parcel to the
Regent Theater Company of Detroit for $500,000,.10 The Regent
Theater, with two floors, and a capacity of 3,600, was built on
the site in 1916, designed by the architects William B,
Stratton & VonSchneider. The theater entrance, on Woodward,
aoccupied the empty space that now exists hetween the Basao
Building and the Ford Service Building. The entrance, 28 feet
wide and 70 feet long, extended to the theater proper,
measuring 108 feet wide and 150 long. The Regent Theater,
renamed the Center Theater in 1961, remained open until the
mid-1970’gs.11

The Basso Brothers - Micheael, Victor, and Albert - were not
long-time Detroit reazidentz when they bought thia land. The
first liating of any of the brothers in the Detroit City
Directory was in 1907, when Michael appeared, listed as a
“"confectioner." He was listed as working for a confectioner,
L. Schlappaccase & Company, beginning in 1912, and eventually
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became the manager of the firm by 1920. The 1921 City
Directory lizats him aa Vice President of the Detroit United
Fruit Auction Company.12 He wes shown as the owner of record
on the building permit issued on 2 July 1915, for a brick and
concrete structure with an estimated cost of $20,000.13 The
name, '"Baaso Building," may have been used from the start, but
the firat printed reference appeared on a 1918 real eastate
atlazs.'4 After the building was greatly enlarged in 1921-1922,
Michael Basso established a buillding management office on the
third floor, with the first reference, "Michasel Bassao,
Manager and Fruit Broker,”™ 1in the 1924/25 City Directory.

The remaining Basso brothers, Albert and Victor, do not appear
in the City Directory until 1825/26, becauze they had probably
not yet come to Detroit. Then, in the 1928/29 City Directory,
all three brothers appear as "Basso Brothers, Real Estate, 307
Baasso Building.™ They maintained their building management
and real estate offices, with various name changes, at Room
307 Baassc Building, until 1974.15

The original building f{(architect unknown) was a two story
structure with four shops on the first flioor and offices on the
second. The shops all had tenants from 1916 onwards, with a
good deal of continuity during the first ten year=a. The
"Regent Sweet Shop" cccupied the space next to the Regent
Theater beginning in 1917, while a men’s furnishings shop, =a
jeweler, and a drug store occupied the remaining spaces.l16

The most significant alteration made to the building was the
addition (architect unknown?) of five stories in 1921-1922,
giving the building its current configuration of seven
atorieas.l7 Metal lath office partitiona inatalled in 1923 are
almost certainly the ones still extant at this writing.18 The
building remained esaentially unchanged until 1949, «hen
several alterations were made to the Woodward Avenue and Horton
Avenue facades. When a real estate appralsal of the property
wazs completed in April, 1947, aeveral snapahots attached to
the report show that the buillding looked the =zame as it had
appeared in a photograph taken in 1925,.19

In December 1948, the Basso Building, Inc. took out a building
permit to "repair marquise and loose materials in front of
building," with estimated costs of £1,000, However, in
January, 1949, the firm took out a new permit which allowed
them to remove the marquise instead. Then, in July, the City
of Detreit issued Victor J. Bagso a permit to "remodel facade
of building,'" with an estimated cost of £12,000,20 The work
completed in 1949 included removing the round orbs atop the
balustrade pedegstals:; replacing the original moclded spiral
columns featuring Corinthian capitals which aeparated the
individual windowsa in each bay on the seventh floor with narrow
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terre cotte mullions; removing the metal marguise which
extendad the entire length of the Woodward Avenue facade; and
adding sheset metal panels and a new "“Baasso Building' sign on
the first floor.

The Basso Building served as a general office building until
Basso Building, Inc., sold it to The Shaw College at bDetroit,
Ine., in April 1976. Shaw College at Detroit, which owned
ancother building on the other side of Woodward Avenue, used the
Bazso Building for adminiatrative offices and student services.
After Shaw College went bankrupt, the property passed to
Amveat, Inc., and then to Uptown Land Development Company in
June, 1965.21
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PART II - DESCRIPTION OF THE BASS0O BUILDING

Located at the acutheast corner of Woodward and Horton, the
Basso Building is a rectangular, seven-story structure of
claasic symmetry and proportions, with extenaive Beaux-Arts
ornamentation. The two principle facades, along Woodward and
Horton, are sheathed in white glazed terra cotta blocks, while
the building’s ahields, medallions, moldings, lettering, and
other decorative elements appear in green, gold, blue, and red
terra cotta. This is a steel-~framed building resting on a
reinforced concrete foundation.

Both of the two main facades are divided vertically into four
baya that are aet apart by thick ahafts., 0On the Woodward
Avenue saide, which measures elghty feet in length, each bay
containa four windowsa that are separated by narrow mullions.
The second atory mullions are more narrow than the rest.

The Horton Avenue facade, which is sixty feet iong, is
identical to the Woodward Avenus facade, eaxcept Lhat ia has
only three windowa per bay. The ground floor has multiple
doors and large display windows, now boarded up. The six
remaining floora have ordinary, double-paned sash windows,

The clasaical quality of the Bassao Bullding isa apparent in the
column-1like organization of the atructurei! the first and aecond
floora {(the original 1915 building? functlon aa a base or
paedeatal; floors three through &#ix as a ghaft; and the aeventh
story and roof section aa a cornice.

The firat floor iz sheathed in aheet metal panels and is
aseparated from the second level by a ledge. Geometric tooled
designs in the shapesa of triangles, hexagona, and diamonds
predominate throughout the second story facade on the column
shafts and in the panel area between the top of the second
story windows and a coursa of dentils. In the panel area,
crosses appear over each window mullion, while crosses overlaid
with medallionas are located at the intersection of the shafta.

Floora three through aix make up the building’s body or ahaft.
Each floor is separsted from the next by a wide horizontal band
that tends to counteract the vertical linea of the structure.
Lettera spelling "BASSO BUILDING" are centered on the Woodward
Avenue facade between the fifth and sixth floora. The top of
the aixth floor, which contains moldings and other decorative
elemants, aervea ag a “capital' of the shaft section. It
contains, from bottom to top, a plain bead molding; a '"neck"
with gold floral moldings above each window mullion and a
circular diak medallion with a red inner core above each column
ahaft; a course of egg-and-dart: and an "“abacus' formed by
the protruding ledge,.
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The space from the seventh floor to the roof line forma the
entablature of the Basao Building. An architrave and frieze
extend from the window sill of the seventh floor to the cornice
line. The seventh story window section appears almost as a
balcony aince the windows are receasaed from the ocuter wall and
becausge an iron grating reats before each window. There are
two stylea of floral-patterned iron grates, one with a
circular center and the other with a aquare center. An arcade,
which aprings from the shaftas and mulliona, appears over the
aeventh floor windowsa. The arcade, with a &ingle arch per
window, is surrounded at the top by a green-colored floral
band. The area above the arcade contains square terra cotta
blocks, laid out like diamondsg, with smaller, red-colored
blocksa embedded at each intermection. Ornaments alaso appear in
thia frieze area: floral-bordered yellow shields over each
column; circular, green-colored floral medalliona over the
mullions: and elaborate, white, floral-bordered shields,
croased diagonally by yellow bannersa, located on the three
cornera of the Woodward and Horton Avenue facades.

The cornice of the building begina with a bed molding, followed
by a green floral molding, a line of dentila, and a red band of
egg-and-dart. The asoffit of the cornice is divided into dark-
blue receassed panels, each with a single gold-colored flower in
relief. The corona is supported by a seriea of scrolled
bracitets, or modilliona. A red floral medallion appears on the
aurface facing o0f each bracket. The cornice concludes in a
cyma recta crown. '

The ornamental treatment of the Baaao Buillding continuesa above
the cornice. Barely visible from the ground, Roman-style,
seml-circular tiles are surmounted by a balustrade that extends
over the entire length of the Horton and Woodward Avenue
facadea. The balustrade conasiasts of double-bellied balustera.
Every fourth baluster, in line with the window mullions, is an
uncut, rectangular baluster. The balustrade is also broken
into pedestals in line with the main columns.

The back and southern facades consist of plain, unadorned, and
dark-colored brick. Fenestration is minimal on the zouthern
facade, while the rear of the building is covered with numerous
windows and a fire escape. In order to reduce the abrupt
contraat between the Horton facade of white terra cotta and the
dark brick facade of the rear of the building, some terra cotta

elemanta are continued on the rear facade. A narrow atrip of
terra cotta work ia wrapped around the northeast corner of the
building to create the appearance of guoining. Two narrow

bands of terra cotta tiles with uvnadorned molding form the
cornice, while the seventh astory window ledge on the Horton
facade continues aa a narrow, flat strip of terra cotta tiles.
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The basmement contains twe coal-fired U.S. Radiator Capital
boilers equipped with iron fireman gutomatic =stokers, an
adjoining cocal bin, and a water heating system with a 500

gallon storage tank. The ground floor consists of three large
ahops, each with wooden floors covered with tiles, plastered
walls, and drop ceilings of early 19608 vintage, The entrance

corridor leading to the stairwell and a pair of Otis elevators
has a tile floor, marble walnacoting, and an arched plastered
ceiling. The remaining floors have identical floorplan=s, with
a U-shaped main corridor allowing direct access to large
oftfices; a subsidiary reception area leading to four amsller,
private officea facing Woodward Avenue; and reatroom
facilities, with men’s rooms on the even—-numbered floeor and
ladiea’ rooma on the odd-numbered onsa. The men‘a rooma appear
to have the original fisturea, while the ladies’ roomas have
formica vanities installed in the 1960s. A4ll of the offices
had ocutside windows and appear to enjoy considerable natural
light. The floor-to-ceiling partitions that border the main
corrider have extensive frosted glass segments to permit the
diffusion of light. These partitions appear to be the ones
installed in 1923, although there are some other partitions
dating from the 1970az. All seven stories have twelve-foot
cellings, even though the smeventh floor appears to be much
taller from cutside the building.
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